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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, we seek to see you and in our humble repentance, to be 

saved. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 

An elderly gentleman was on his death bed, and he wanted to be 

buried with his money. He called his minister, his doctor and a rich friend to 

his bedside and instructed them: “I want each of you to hold one of these 

bundles of $30,000 cash and I trust you to put this money in my coffin so 

that I can take my money with me.” At the funeral, each of the three 

solemnly put an envelope into the coffin. Riding away in a limousine 

together, the minister suddenly broke down into tears and confessed, “I 

only put $20,000 into the envelope because we needed $10,000 to repair 

the roof of the church.” Then the doctor confessed, “I only put $10,000 into 

the envelope because we needed $20,000 for an X-ray machine at the 

hospital.” The rich friend was aghast. “I’m ashamed of both of you,” the 

rich friend exclaimed, “I want you both to know that when I put my 

envelope in that coffin, I enclosed a cheque for the full $30,000.” 

There’s no doubt that money has the power to corrupt. Jesus knew 

how wealth could distract people from the things that really matter in life. 

Our parable today is the culmination in the gospel according to Luke of 

several warnings that Jesus makes about wealth. Jesus says, “Blessed are 

you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God … But woe to you who 

are rich, for you have received your consolation.” Then the rich farmer who 

plans to build more barns for his surplus grain is called a fool; then poor 

sick Lazarus is comforted in heaven while the rich man dressed in purple is 

tormented in Hell; and then another rich man turns away from Jesus 
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saddened and unable to part with his substantial wealth. Jesus says to him 

that “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for 

someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” Zacchaeus is rich and 

we expect another warning about wealth and entering the kingdom of God. 

Zacchaeus is rich and he did a lot wrong. He’s a chief tax collector in 

Jericho. Jericho was a large well-to-do town about 20 kilometers outside of 

Jesus’ final destination of Jerusalem. King Herod had a grand palace in 

Jericho, so it was a lucrative area for collecting taxes. Roman officials 

contracted with local Jewish entrepreneurs as chief tax collectors to collect 

prescribed indirect taxes, tolls, and tariffs. These local entrepreneurs were 

always wealthy because they had to prepay the contract in advance and 

then they employed others to collect the taxes, anticipating a substantial 

profit. The system was easily abused and the local Jewish entrepreneurs 

who collected taxes for the Romans were assumed to be dishonest and 

colluding with their Roman oppressors. As a result, tax collectors, and 

especially chief tax collectors, were despised outcasts among the Jewish 

people.  

In 1994, the serial killer and cannibal, Jeffrey Dahmer was baptized in 

a metal whirlpool in a prison in Portage, Wisconsin by a small-town pastor 

named Roy Ratcliff. Ratcliff’s congregants recoiled at the idea that their 

pastor baptized a convicted serial killer. Some congregants said to Ratcliff 

that if heaven welcomes serial killers, they want no part in it. We might 

struggle with the same issue. In our broken world, some people have 

committed such heinous crimes, that it’s difficult to imagine that God could 

forgive them. Yet Ratcliff asks the rhetorical question, “Can an evil person 

turn to God?” and he answers, “I have to believe that.” 

The question that Ratcliff raises is an important one. Is anyone beyond 

the reach of the grace of God? Are there groups of people or types of 
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people beyond the reach of Jesus? This is the issue in Jericho in Jesus’ 

meeting with Zacchaeus; a despicable chief tax collector; a disgustingly 

wealthy, despised outcast. 

Last week, Jesus declared that “all who humble themselves will be 

exalted.” Zacchaeus humbly cast away all regard for his own dignity by 

running and climbing a tree to see Jesus. It was considered undignified for 

a grown man to run and a man of his importance would certainly not climb 

a tree! The crowd of people following Jesus would have been delighted to 

see this important, sinful little man humiliate himself by running ahead and 

climbing a tree. And he climbed a Sycamore tree; a tree with large low 

branches with an inferior kind of fig that was eaten by the poor.  

Jesus, who was well known by the time he was approaching Jerusalem 

and was being followed by large crowds of people, would have brought 

honour to any house he visited. People would have been delighted to 

welcome him into their home. So, Jesus was conferring a great honour 

upon the sinful chief tax collector when he called up to him in the tree, for 

everyone to hear, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at 

your house today.” And then, despite the grumbling of the crowd, we 

witness a miracle; the power of God at work. 

Without prompting, Zacchaeus expresses eagerness to do what is 

right, going beyond the tithing of the righteous Pharisee last week by 

giving away half of his possessions to the poor, and going beyond the strict 

laws of restitution for thievery set out in Exodus, where “the thief shall pay 

… four sheep for a [stolen] sheep.” Zacchaeus’ commitments were made, 

not out of regret or compulsion, but with a light heart and a cheerful smile. 

Zacchaeus thought that he was seeking Jesus, but Jesus was seeking 

Zacchaeus and, in his repentance, salvation came to Zacchaeus’ house. 
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There’s actually some uncertainty about the translation of this scripture 

passage. When Zacchaeus describes giving half of his wealth away and 

paying back fourfold those he has wronged, the tense in the original Greek 

is the present tense, not the future. It doesn’t actually say “I will give,” but 

“I am giving.” Zacchaeus may be saying to Jesus that he is already giving 

half his wealth away and is reconciling with those he has wronged. It may 

be why Jesus notices him. It’s why the sermon title doesn’t exactly reflect 

Jesus’ message that “the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the 

lost.” This is true, but Zacchaeus is actively seeking Jesus. And Zacchaeus 

is saved. If we seek Jesus we will be saved.    

A few years ago, a woman was reported missing after she didn't return 

to the tour bus after a sightseeing tour in Iceland’s southern volcanic 

region near the Eldgja canyon. The bus driver waited for an hour before 

notifying the police. Soon after the missing person's report, search and 

rescue teams and a helicopter arrived to search for the missing woman. 

About 50 people participated in the search in vehicles and by foot. 

The search was called off after about 12 hours when the authorities 

discovered the missing woman wasn't really missing. She was actually on 

the bus and had even been a part of the search party. After the canyon 

tour and before getting back on the bus, she changed her clothes and 

“freshened up.” The other passengers didn't recognize her. Chief of police 

Sveinn K. Runarsson told reporters that the woman “had no idea that she 

was missing.”  

Lots of people don’t know that they’re missing. They might even be a 

part of the search party. But just as the woman was searching and is 

found, anyone who searches for Jesus will be found, “for the Son of Man 

came to seek out and to save the lost.” Thanks be to God. Amen.  


